




Rev. Dr. C. Welton Gaddy
Acts 1:6-14
	“Wait!” The speaker’s clear imperative was framed by his graceful demeanor of concern and his powerful look of compassion.
	Imagine, though, the hearers to whom this imperative was spoken—a group of people wearing eagerness, excitement, and intense anticipation on their faces.  Obviously, these individuals had something to say or to do that they could hardly wait to begin saying or doing.  Poised as if to pounce into the future and get on with their work at the earliest possible moment, these people looked at their leader with irrepressible excitement, thinking that he was about to release them to get on with their lives; and they heard the imperative, “Wait!”  
The words attributed to Jesus in Acts 1:4 and in Acts 1:8 should be read together.  Jesus’ statement to his disciples went something like this: Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised . . . you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.
	I first heard this scripture as a member of the “Sunbeam Band,” a pre-school organization for the study of missions in Southern Baptist churches (boys too young for RA’s and girls too young for GA’s).  The words of this scripture—words considered by many to be the last words spoken by Jesus during his physical ministry on earth—lodged in my memory as a strategy, a divinely-given strategy, for doing missions.  To be specific, informed by these biblical verses, I understood that followers of Jesus are to share the message of Jesus in ever-widening circles of geography and influence.  Begin at home but always keep the world in your heart as well as in your vision.
	Across the years, I have developed numerous sermons around the missionology found in these verses of scripture—serve God in your home town which may be the toughest of all places of spiritual service, but also serve God in your state, in your nation, and around the world.  That was Jesus’ imperative intended for individuals and churches.  Whether as a result of grace or age, an absence of precise memory on this matter spares me a recall of the details and illustrations of those sermons.
	I have no question, however, that what was missing from my understanding of this pivotal biblical passage was the whole point of the passage—the instruction of Jesus, which, when left unheeded, leaves persons and churches without the substance, strength, and endurance required to go anywhere or to do anything related to communicating the gospel.  I missed it.  Attracted to an activist spirituality, until only recently, I overlooked that which, alone, can give activity spiritual meaning.  “Wait in Jerusalem,” Jesus said. “Wait for the gift of God’s spirit,” Jesus said.  And, I missed what Jesus said. But, I was not alone in missing the point.
	The form of Christianity that I always have known best is one that places a premium on busyness, activity, going, running, telling, doing, here, there, and everywhere.  “What all did you do last week?  How many people did you talk to about Jesus?”—these were the questions regularly raised by leaders in my home church.  I have a hunch it may have been that way for many of you as well.
	Here was a problem.  Here is a problem.  Not only did Jesus seek to address this problem in advance of its impact on his disciples, his comments conveyed a profound sense of urgency about dealing with this problem.
	Set Jesus’ imperative about waiting in context.  The resurrection of Jesus had evoked great interest in him.  Now, though, he was about to go away.  The disciples had a thousand questions yet to ask and a thousand more people to whom they wanted to tell the story of what had happened.  Time was short, in their opinions.  “We had better get on with it,” they resolved among themselves, excitement prompting pounding hearts.
	Amid the disciples’ eagerness to get on with everything, facing this sense of urgency about all that needed to be done, Jesus said, “Wait.”  It was as if Jesus had walked on to a track where sprinters were crouched tightly against starting blocks from which they were ready to explode into a sprint that would take them around the world.  At the very second when these eager-to-run disciples thought Jesus would say, “Go,” Jesus said, “Stay.  Wait.”
	I am so sorry that it took me so long to discover the major point in this commission from Jesus.  “Wait, wait for the Spirit,” he said.  A wealth of theology and a well-spring of spirituality reside in those words.
	The power that propels Christian commitment and enables us to translate spiritual belief into helpful action is much more about God than about us.  Not to know and embrace that truth results in terrible consequences.  Devoid of the strength and power that come from God, the best actions of which we are capable will fail.  When we try to be obedient to God on the basis of our own strength and best efforts, we find ourselves in serious trouble.  The power needed to serve God comes only from the God who calls us to service.
	Some of the saddest and most tragic moments in the history of Christianity have occurred when people took upon themselves a responsibility to do that which God alone can do—deciding who is a true believer and who is not, developing a personal-persuasion-based formula for conversion, and building churches by human designs. The grossest history of religious bigotry, violence in the name of God, crusades, witch trials, and exclusivity parading as orthodox spirituality are products of people’s efforts to take upon themselves responsibilities that reside with God alone.
	So much of contemporary Christianity is devoted to programmatic and stewardship models ripped from the worlds of corporate America or public relations engineers because Christians did not wait, did not pause long enough to learn the difference between themselves and God, their programs of genius and God’s acts of great power.  People have relied on their own strength and ingenuity rather than waiting for the power and creativity resident in the gift of God’s spirit.  People arrogantly have sought to impose their own biases on others rather than to take the time to distinguish between prejudice and principle, bias and truth.
	“Wait,” Jesus said with great wisdom.  “Wait for the gift of God’s Spirit.”  Get to know yourself, what you can and cannot do.  Wait until you understand what is God’s alone to do.  Don’t take off on a mission of immeasurable importance until you are ready.
	A time of waiting is important not only for receiving from God the ability to do what we are called to do but for clarifying and understanding the message entrusted to us for sharing.
	For as long as I can remember, people have said to me repeatedly, “You think too much.”  Honestly, I do not believe it is possible to think too much; the challenge to think resides in God’s gracious gift of a mind.  Oh, I know that thinking can keep us up at night, disturb our consciences, cause a burning in our hearts, and force us to struggle with questions that we would prefer to evade.  I understand that thinking that never results in doing may be a disguise for procrastination.  But, look what can happen when we take enough time to allow the best insights of our minds and the power of God’s Spirit to come together!  
Look also at what can happen when we do not embrace such patience and discipline.  The picture is a disturbing one.  So many mistakes in our lives personally could have been avoided and the gospel could have been advanced so much more effectively had we only been willing to wait, to study, to learn, to breathe God’s spirit and, thus, to be prepared and strengthened before speaking brashly of running off on one pilgrimage or another.
	We need waiting time in Jerusalem lest we go tearing down the road to Samaria or scurrying to the uttermost parts of the earth devoid of God’s spirit and carrying the wrong message.  Earlier this week, a pastor in Waynesville, North Carolina instructed all the people in his congregation who did not vote for George Bush for president of the United States either to leave the church immediately or repent for the error of their votes.  God, how this man needed to wait somewhere long enough to know that the source of spiritual salvation will never be found in a candidate in a national election.  Had this gentleman—well-intentioned, I am sure—only taken time to wrestle with biblical truth, he would have known, in the first place, that the church does not belong to him, but to God and, in the second place, that he did not have to take on his shoulders the whole weight of the integrity of the church or be solely responsible for the dismissal of those whom he deemed unfit among the people of God.  Had this pastor waited, he would have discovered that such work belongs to God, not to him.
	“Wait!” Jesus said, “Wait for the gift of God’s Spirit.”  Yesterday and the day before, down in Boca Raton, Florida, I spent time with people saddened and angered by a local bishop who, being too busy, took too heavy a load upon himself.  This bishop decided that a judge was no longer fit for Holy Communion because he approved an abortion for a thirteen year old girl who was impregnated while being raped.  Such a decision about treating the gifts of God as a miser is too much for any one of us, even for a bishop, to make.  How dare we withhold that which God gives so generously!  If only this religious leader, who undoubtedly sees himself as a defender of morality, could have waited and during the waiting struggled more with the meaning of compassion, of life, and of authority in light of the ministry of Jesus and the message of the Word of God, he could have been freed from making judgments that neither he nor any one of us is equipped to make, judgments that retard rather than advance the public’s understanding of the gospel.
	How tragic it is when we do not heed Jesus’ instruction to wait and to receive the gift of God’s Spirit.  In our haste, our eagerness to get on with our mission, we can go all over the world in the name of Christ without ever really doing the work of Christ.  Doing the work of Christ requires becoming Christ-like.  And becoming Christ-like requires an openness to being molded by God’s Spirit.  And being molded by God’s spirit takes time, requires waiting.
	Young people, especially you honored graduates, there is a time for study and a time for activity but your activity well may fall short of its potential if you seek it too soon without study.  Wait, please.  What you learn now about yourselves and about God, about your role in the world and how you find the strength to fulfill it will determine the manner in which you resolve the most difficult and challenging moments of your lives in the future. 
Our church is involved in a time of study related to the development of a strategic plan for ministry.  If we chart our course only through spontaneity or responses to immediacy, we well could do most of what most of us want to do, some of what others want us to do, and little or none of what God has for us to do.  Wait.  We cannot be church or do church apart from experiencing the wind, the spirit, who brings energy, wisdom and power.
	Waiting need not be procrastination or a cop-out.  Waiting can be a time of intentional preparation for meaningful engagement.  Indeed, the waiting to which Jesus pointed his disciples is about depth not delay, about holiness rather than hesitancy, about devotion not diversion.  


















O God, forgive us when we judge people more by their functions in life than by their worth as persons created in your image. Such judgments are always particularly tempting during highlighted days on our civil calendars—days like Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Labor Day, and others. Remind us that the worth of every individual, including our own worth, is not defined by the nature of one’s labor, the enormity of one’s accomplishments, or the fact of one’s identity as a parent, but by one’s fulfillment of the potential that resides in personhood.
To be sure, God, we give you thanks for those whom we know as mothers, fully aware that their personhood, not motherhood, makes them a blessing to us. Our bent toward sentimentality often causes us to surmise that motherhood itself is a virtue, which it is not. We are fully aware that good people make good mothers, good fathers, good friends, and good teachers.
God, spare those women among us who have not birthed a child even a hint of guilt or a flash of pain caused by their inability to claim the title of “mother.” Place within these women the realization that they, too, can represent femininity at its best and even serve the functions usually identified with a “mother” as they love and nurture the children with whom they interact in their lives.
Holy God, strengthen the mothers in this world who labor for the welfare of their children, who involve themselves in social action that their children may live in a world of peace, who impose the discipline necessary for religious development that in the most difficult moments of their lives, their children may not be without the resource of faith. Touch with grace the mothers among us who love difficult children, who labor under a threat of abuse, and who at times feel like failures.
O God, on this last Sunday in the liturgical season of Easter, Mother’s Day on the civil calendar, sensitize all  of us to the importance of living as one family, supporting each other, encouraging each other in the care of children and in the realization of loving communion. Amen.
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